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describes the procedure concerning how a person who flees from pursuit is granted access to a city of refuge. Deuteronomy 19:5 gives an example of unintentional killing: "Suppose someone goes into the forest with another to cut wood, and when one of them swings the ax to cut down a tree, the head slips from the handle and strikes the other person who then dies." 10. Hossfeld, 631. 11. The development of meaning in various social contexts is discussed by Hossfeld, 635-39; also Mark E.
Biddle, Deuteronomy (Macon, GA: Smyth & Helwys, 2003), 113-14.
The sixth "word"
It has been controversial whether the verb ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah)-used in both the Exodus and the Deuteronomy version of the Decalogue-should be translated "to kill" (so the KJV and the RSV) or "to murder" (so the NRSV, the NKJV, and the NIV). 4 In post Second World War translations and in recent academic works the tendency has been to translate the absolute use of ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) in the sixth Word as "murder" rather than "kill." 5 But that is misleading and should be corrected, for three reasons. Firstly, it is too limiting; it does not really grasp the diverse use of ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah). 6 Whereas "murder" refers to an unlawful act with intentionality, "kill" has a much wider range of meaning. Secondly, it constrains the relevance of the text which, as the "word of God," seeks to go beyond its original situation and invite our involvement. And because most of us are not murderers, we would too easily dismiss its relevance for us today if we translate "murder" rather than "kill." This is related to the third reason. Wilma Ann Bailey has convincingly argued that the change from the traditional "kill" to the more recent "murder" has more to do with the cultural and political perspective and personal preference of the translators than with careful exegetical analysis. 7 For those who respect biblical authority, it is obviously easier to affirm war, capital punishment, abortion, and euthanasia if they read in their Holy Scriptures "you shall not murder!" rather than "you shall not kill!"
‫ח‬ ַ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) "is not a legal term but belongs to everyday language." 8 It is never used to refer to an action of God and it is never used for the killing of animals. Most of its occurrences in Deuteronomyfour out of six (in the Hebrew Bible the verb occurs forty-seven times)-refer to Israelites who "unintentionally" killed someone and then, escaping from an "avenger of blood," sought asylum in a city of refuge where they "might flee … and live" (Deut 4:41-3; 19:2-7). 9 Then we have the absolute use in the sixth Word, and finally the occurrence in Deuteronomy 22:26 referring to violent murder, "the only legal ordinance in which rsh occurs outside the laws governing asylum and the Decalogue." 10 The rest of the occurrences in the Hebrew Bible-in the historical books, the Prophets, the Psalms and wisdom literature-can, depending on the context, be translated "murder" or "kill." 11 Those who translate "murder" in the sixth Word argue that the explicit reference to the "unintentional" killing in Deuteronomy 4 and 19 is to distinguish it from the assumed intentional usethat is "murder"-of ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) in the Decalogue and elsewhere. But that is an argument from silence and therefore needs to be treated with caution. The Western legal tradition distinguishing between murder (intentional) and manslaughter (unintentional) is more helpful, but it still does not capture the diverse and everyday use of ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah). An analysis of the texts in which ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) occurs (see below) and a comparison with similar words suggests a definition of killing with an emphasis on physical violence. 12 Whatever translation we choose, it is clear that the sixth Word of the Decalogue seeks to protect people from acts of violence. Violence diminishes human life, brutalizes society and disregards human dignity. This includes intentional and unintentional killing. Indeed, as we shall show, in practice it is often difficult to discern the difference between intentional and unintentional killing.
The communal context
Besides the emphasis on physical violence, the communal context is important. Johann Jakob Stamm proposes that, in distinction from other verbs used for killing, 13 ‫ח‬ ַ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) refers to the "illegal killing inimical to the community." 14 This is highlighted by the covenantal context of the Decalogue. We humans are social beings, woven into a social and cosmic network with a divine ground and center. In such a relational network, protesting against violence and respecting human life is essential. Killing another human being-whether intentionally or unintentionally-violates the ethos and structure of the humanum in general and any given society in particular. Scholars have therefore emphasized that "under Israelite law murder was a matter for the community who were directly responsible to God." 15 In Deuteronomy we read "that the blood of an innocent person may not be shed in the land that the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance" (Deut 19:10). The sixth Word therefore seeks to protect from violence the citizen within a communal context. Such an exhortation could be made without specifically questioning whether war and capital punishment were morally acceptable in those days-just as it is common today for people to affirm "You shall not kill!" without necessarily relating it to war, capital punishment, abortion, and euthanasia. Indeed, most people do not apply the sixth Word to official government activities.
Hermeneutical reflections
In order to understand the sixth Word, as well as its relevance and its effects on history, we need to establish some hermeneutical guidelines.
God and freedom
It is God who says, "You shall not kill!", and God is understood as the One who speaks freedom into history. The overture and cantus firmus of the Decalogue-indeed of the entire biblical message!-sounds: "I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery" (Deut 5:6).
This freeing from "the house of slavery" into a land of promise is different from the "Western" understanding of freedom, 16 whereby every "other" is the potential rival to my own self-realization. 17 It is a relational and liberating freedom whereby the "other" is not seen as a rival who limits my freedom but as a fellow participant in the praxis and celebration of freedom. 17 Therefore respect for the "other" is not only necessary for a healthy community but is also the presupposition for my own flourishing within a relational network.
To nourish such freedom, Israel was challenged to maintain an intentional, continuing, and living relationship to God: "take care that you do not forget the Lord, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. The Lord your God you shall fear; him you shall serve, and by his name alone you shall swear" (Deut 6:12-13; also 8:11).
The God of freedom speaks "words," not laws. 18 It is interesting that the cultic dimension is missing altogether from the Decalogue. 19 Words can do what cult and law on their own cannot. Although cult and law as such, separated from the word, cannot meet our deepest human needs, words can free the human conscience. The prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel realized this truth when they spoke of a new relationship with God, a relationship not grounded in cult and law but in love. God "will forgive their iniquity, and remember their sin no more." They hear God saying: "I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts" (Jer 31:31-34; Ezek 36:25-28). Therefore, Deuteronomy tells us that the "words" are not far away-in heaven or beyond the sea-"No, the word is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe" (Deut 30:11-14). Cult, law, and regulations have their place. They are the structure of the Word, guiding us to shape the central passion of life, to love God and to love our neighbor.
"Law" and "gospel"
Interrelating God, word, freedom, and conscience within an Old Testament context reminds us that we Christians should resist naming the Old Testament "law" and then contrasting it with the New Testament as "gospel." There is a difference, of course. But the difference must not lead us to overlook that we find the interlocking of indicative and imperative, of grace and gratitude, of justification and justice also in the Hebrew Bible. The Decalogue, for instance, is not a collection of "laws" from which we need liberation, but rather "words" grounded in the "exodus" and the "covenant" that God made with God's people "at Horeb": "I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery" (Deut 5:2, 6). The exhortation, "You shall not kill!" is therefore grounded in a liberating relationship with God. The imperative is grounded in the indicative in the indicative; the call to a moral life interrelates with the event of liberation. Respect for human life and protesting against violence is an historical manifestation of one's relationship with God.
Relevance
When Christians name the Bible as the "Word of God" they confess that the Holy Scriptures of the Christian Church contain relevance and promise for every generation. We find the same tendency in Deuteronomy: "Not with our ancestors did the Lord make this covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive today. The Lord spoke with you face to face at the mountain, out of the fire" (Deut 5:3-4, emphases mine). In that sense Deuteronomy is a sermon. It merges what God has done in the past with what God is doing in the present, appealing to the human conscience to hear and obey God's Word in ever-changing situations. 
The global context
When we hear the Decalogue as the "Word of God" we hear it in a global context. All major challenges facing humanity-climate change, refugees, poverty, terrorism, equity-are global. For us the given context in which God's word encounters us is not only the country and culture in which we live, but also the international community of nations. Its ethos is described in the International Bill of Human Rights which alludes to the inner meaning of the sixth Word by asserting the right to life, and then concretely spells out what that means by trying to eliminate war, resisting the death penalty, and opposing slavery, torture, and child abuse. Such a global application lies within the theological trajectory of Israel's compass. The covenant at Mt. Horeb has complements in the Noahic and Abrahamic covenants (Gen 8-9 and 12-17), both of which emphasize God's universal relevance. And when perceptive theologians in Israel's history placed Genesis 1-11 as a prelude to Abraham and Moses, the Exodus from slavery, and the covenant at Mt. Horeb, they confessed that the God of Israel is the creator, redeemer, and judge of heaven and earth. Therefore in Abraham "all the families of the earth shall be blessed" (Gen 12:3). Israel's destiny is to be "a light to the nations" so that God's "salvation may reach to the end of the earth" (Isa 49:6). In worship Israel recalls that "the earth is the Lord's and all that is in it, the world, and those who live in it" (Ps 24:1).
It therefore belongs to the inner dynamic of the Bible as the "Word of God" to search for its universal relevance. We protect the integrity of the sixth Word by hearing it as a voice from the past but at the same time by entering its inner dynamic to discern its all-encompassing relevance for the future.
Historical effects
The use of the verb ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) has a history. 20 We shall be aware of that as we listen to its use in different contexts and then, in the spirit of Deuteronomy, we shall try to merge the horizons between past and present.
Welcoming people who flee brutality and oppression
When I was a boy I stood at the fence of our house in a small town in East Germany observing thousands of people trekking past our house in flight from the legendary brutality of the Russian army. Today I live in Australia, where with the slogan of "stopping the boats" the Australian government holds children in detention centers 21 and sends refugees and asylum seekers who arrive on boats to detention centers on Nauru and Manus Island with the declaration that they will never be allowed to come to Australia. Many of them are being scarred for life in body and soul. While we fight wars in Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan, we at the same time reduce our foreign aid budgets and erect walls against those who, fleeing violence, arrive at our doorstep. Between fifty and sixty million people, too many of them children, are displaced, seeking safety, food, and shelter-most of them surviving in countries like Lebanon, Jordan, Turkey, Pakistan, Iran, Ethiopia, Chad, Kenya, and Uganda, countries that are much less well off than we are. The refugee crisis is a challenge of global proportions. A new global vision, shaping new attitudes and policies, is called for! Every new vision needs a moral foundation if it is to endure. As Christians we are ready to make our contribution. We confess God as creator, and therefore we affirm that we are part of one 22. Hossfeld, 635. 23. 2 Kings 6:32 also uses ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) to refer to Naboth's judicial murder.
humanity. All people are equal and deserve respect. The biblical narrative shows that such respect must issue in the obligation to welcome and care for people who seek asylum and refuge: "The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens in the land The prophet Hosea refers to the terrible brutality at Gibeah (Judg 19-20) and then accuses bands of priests who attack and murder ‫ַח(‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫,ר‬ ratsah) "pilgrims and asylum seekers" (Hos 6:8-9). 22 The prophet Jeremiah interlocks the divine imperative with its indicative: "if you truly amend your ways and your doings, if you truly act justly one with another, if you do not oppress the alien, the orphan, and the widow, or shed innocent blood in this place, and if you do not go after other gods to your own hurt, then I will dwell with you in this place, in the land that I gave of old to your ancestors forever and ever" (Jer 7:5-7). And in early Christianity we find the challenging assertion that by welcoming the stranger we are welcoming Christ (Matt 25:35).
In facing today's refugee crisis and being realistic about its complexity, we must not forsake our own values; we must not deny our own identity. We must remain true to ourselves. Ultimately it is not about race or religion or politics; it is about people in need. And it is part of our cultural identity to respect the value and dignity of each person. It is their right to seek asylum and therefore our duty to offer protection under the rule of law. Let us not be ruled by fear and self-interest but by compassion and generosity!
Disrespect for human life in high places
First Kings 21 uses the verb ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) to refer to injustice in high places where prominent people let others do the dirty work. Ahab, the king of Samaria, wanted to have a little vineyard next to his palace for a vegetable garden. He offered Naboth, the owner of the vineyard, money to buy it or to exchange it for a better vineyard. But for Naboth his "ancestral inheritance" was sacred and he refused to trade with it. Ahab resented Naboth's refusal and pouted. His wife Jezebel took matters in hand. She reminded her husband of his power-"Do you now govern Israel?"-and then proceeded to instigate a political intrigue to have Naboth killed. Ahab could now "legally" acquire the This is an eloquent reminder that killing can be done at arm's length, sanctioned by legality! Most of us did not kill in the Vietnam and Iraq wars, which we considered to have no moral or legal justification. But we elected the governments that on our behalf fought those wars, and we financed their military operations. This raises the challenging question as to how far we can be considered responsible for injustice being committed in high places.
Respect for the poor and oppressed
Then there are the texts, associated with ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah), that indicate a definite tendency to respect the life and dignity of defenseless and helpless people, like widows, orphans, strangers, and poor people (Pss 62:4; 94:6; Job 24:14). We have already cited Deuteronomy 24:17-22 with its injunction to protect the dignity of aliens, orphans, and widows. In Job we read: "The murderer rises at dusk to kill the poor and needy" (24:14), and Psalm 94 elaborates: Hossfeld comments that these texts confirm the essence of ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) as "causing someone's death, while leaving open the manner in which the act is carried out." 24 Such "killing" takes place within social and economic structures that are bent in favor of the strong: "The powerful among the people kill those whose social position is weak, probably by perversion of justice and by exploitation (94:6)." 25 
Protecting women against violence
In Deuteronomy 22:26 and Judg 20:4, ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) names brutal violence against women. Judges 19-20 tells the story of a vicious rape and murder of a Levite's concubine. A Levite, on his way home to Ephraim, stopped over for the night "in Gibeah which belongs to Benjamin" (Judg 19:14). He and his entourage are taken in by an "old man" who himself was a resident alien in Gibeah. Then something terrible happened. "The men of the city, a perverse lot, surrounded the house, and started pounding on the door. They said to the old man, the master of the house, "Bring out the man who came into your house, so that we may have intercourse with him" (19:22). But the host, honoring traditional hospitality, offers them his virgin daughter and the concubine of his guest (19:24). They take the concubine and rape her to death. The Levite continues his journey and when he arrives home he divides up the body of his dead concubine and "sen[ds] her throughout all the territory of Israel" (19:29) to make this brutality known to all the tribes. He reminds them of their foundational event, the Exodus, and then asks "Has such a thing ever happened since the day that the Israelites came up from the land of Egypt until this day?" (19:30). The tribal leaders of Israel accept responsibility for the heinous crime, and because the Benjamites refuse to hand over the murderers, the whole tribe of Benjamin is punished so that the evil may be purged from Israel.
Although we cannot directly apply the values and norms of ancient Israel to our way of life, we should be sensitive to certain historical leanings. Take patriarchy and slavery, for instance. Ancient Israel was a patriarchal society in which women belonged to the property of the man, and it was common practice to have slaves. At the same time, it was unacceptable to have a young woman and a concubine raped and murdered, and whenever the issue of slavery is raised in the Hebrew Bible, it is always intent on easing the burden of slaves (Lev 25:39-46; Deut 15:12-17; 23:15-16).
This tendency of the Hebrew Bible to protect the lives of women and slaves, and other disadvantaged groups like widows, orphans, and aliens, was intensified with the coming of Jesus. He had female disciples (Luke 8:1-3), and when the power of his resurrection became manifest in the Christian communities, the barriers of race, gender, and class were broken down (Gal 3:28). Indeed, in the early church there were female apostles, for instance Junia (Rom 16:7), and several churches, which in those days met in people's houses, were led by women. We read of Phoebe (Rom 16:1), Nympha (Col 4:15), Lydia (Acts 16:14-15, 40), Mary, the mother of John Mark (Acts 12:12), and Priscilla, who is often mentioned before Aquila (Rom 16:3, 5a; Acts 18:18, 26; 2 Tim 4:19). It belongs to the tragedies of the church's story that in many traditions the full equality of male and female is still not realized or even recognized-which in itself is a form of violence.
Killing by omission
We now need to name what has been implied a number of times. Texts associated with the use of ‫ח‬ ַ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) in Deuteronomy contain a specific reference to intentional and unintentional killing. This circumstance relates to the moral issue of killing by commission and killing by omission.
I have already discussed the judicial murder of Naboth (1 Kgs 21) and commented on the structural injustice against the socially disadvantaged (Ps 94).
Proverbs 22:13 uses the verbal form of ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) in the context of a lazy person who escapes responsibility by saying, "There is a lion outside! I shall be killed in the streets!" Karl Barth speaks of sin as sloth-"sluggishness, indolence, slowness or inertia:" sin has not merely the heroic form of pride but also, in complete antithesis yet profound correspondence, the quite unheroic and trivial form of sloth. In other words, it has the form, not only of evil action, but also of evil inaction; not only of the rash arrogance which is forbidden and reprehensible, but also of the tardiness and failure which are equally forbidden and reprehensible. 26 Most of us abhor killing, yet we are woven into a system and we are part of a culture that engages in killing human beings. In our wars we kill civilians-innocent children, women, and men. With our lack of political will to develop a global system to deal with refugees, we give them into the hands of smugglers who show no regard for human life. Capitalism is a system that is heavily biased against the poor: "62 people own the same as half the world". 27 There is enough food in the world to feed every child, woman, and man, but the people whom we vote into government and finance with our taxes lack the will, competence, and imagination to stop the killing that comes as a result of abject poverty.
Therefore we are all implicated in the killing of other human beings, even if only as a result of inertia. Nonetheless, we cannot afford the luxury of despair. When we become conscious of the 28. See Lorenzen, Freedom, [197] [198] [199] [200] [201] [202] distinction between killing by commission and by omission, we will do all we can to transform our system-our culture-to become more respectful of human life in all its manifestations.
Transformation toward a culture of life
To become agents of transformation we need wells from which to drink. Ultimately the problem of killing resides in the human heart. Jesus said that "there is nothing outside a person that by going in can defile, but the things that come out are what defile" (Mark 7:15). The book of Leviticus shows the same awareness of the desire to kill being rooted deep within us: "You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall reprove your neighbor, or you will incur guilt yourself. You shall not take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am the Lord" (Lev 19:17-18). Jesus and the early church radicalized and universalized this awareness:
You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, "You shall not kill"; and "whoever kills shall be liable to judgment." But I say to you that if you are angry with a brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be liable to the council; and if you say: "You fool!" you will be liable to the hell of fire. This brings together what is fundamental for any ethical decision and action-the coherence between motivation and action. Agency for the respect of human life requires a radical reorientation of the human conscience toward divine hospitality and human dignity.
Global application
Although the language field of ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) in its original context did not directly relate to capital punishment, abortion, euthanasia, suicide, and killing in war, I suggest that we are theologically warranted to discuss these issues in light of the Word, "You shall not kill!"
We have seen, first of all, that Deuteronomy looks back to the Exodus and to Mt. Horeb with the intention not to write history but to make God's will known to the ever present generation: "Not with our ancestors did the Lord make this covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive today. The Lord spoke with you face to face at the mountain, out of the fire" (Deut 5:3-4). The ten Words are therefore remembered and applied throughout the history of Israel and the Christian church. 28 Thus we are invited, indeed challenged, to widen our horizon and ask what the text may have to say to us today! Secondly, the inner dynamic of a biblical text as the "Word of God" includes the confession that God is the "creator of heaven and earth," who "makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous" (Matt 5:45). Therefore, as we discussed in our hermeneutical reflections, our confession that a biblical text is the "Word of God" implies a universalizing dynamic.
A third observation concerns the very nature of ethics. Ethics starts at "the point of pain"! It seeks to transform the status quo in the direction of justice. Human rights, for instance, are not entitlements to justify or validate national interests, but they serve as guidelines and directives to make human life more human.
Finally, unless it can be shown-which it cannot!-that ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) is best rendered with the more restrictive translation of "murder," the more diverse and inclusive rendering, "You shall not kill!" does more justice to the sixth Word and its effects on, and relevance in, history. It preserves its universalizing relevance as the "Word of God." With this in mind I will now briefly mention some modern challenges that we should relate to the imperative, "You shall not kill!" 29 
War
Although war is not in the immediate view of the sixth Word, one can hardly avoid it when thinking about violence and killing. One of the aims of the United Nations, arising from the brutalities of the Second World War, was "to save succeeding generations from the scourge of war." 30 No matter how sophisticated one's argument may be, the fact remains that soldiers are taught to kill. In war people kill and are killed. And the so-called collateral damage is huge. Most victims are innocent civilians. Rape and violence against women are part of every war.
Although war is often divinely sanctioned in the Old Testament, there is another tradition in the Hebrew Bible that foreshadowed the days when swords will be converted into ploughshares and God's shalom will cover the earth (Isa 2:2-4; Mic 4:1-3). Jesus of Nazareth tuned into that trajectory when he opted for a radical commitment to nonviolence. He refused to join the Zealots who used violence to oppose the Roman occupation forces, and he also did not join the Essenes who withdrew into a monastic existence, because Jesus knew that nonviolence needs to be waged in the marketplaces of life. Jesus' resurrection from the dead provides validity to his commitment to nonviolence, and with it, it becomes an invitation issuing from the same God who challenges people, "You shall not kill!"
Those who say that official actions of nation states do not fall into the radius of the sixth Word and that war will always be with us to address human conflicts may need to recall some historical facts. It is not so long ago that slavery, racism, apartheid, and the ontological inferiority of women were considered to be facts written into the laws of nature and religion. Today we know differently! If slavery, apartheid, and the subordination of women could be repudiated, why cannot the family of nations learn to solve their conflicts without the institution of war? It is a serious challenge to the religions of the world to refuse using the word "God" or "Allah" or "Krishna" or "Buddha" to validate violence. 31 What a difference it would make if the religions of the world demonstrated that they are servants of life by refusing to sanction killing and by opposing modern warfare.
Capital punishment
Many Christians support capital punishment and use texts like Num 35:30 (with ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ [ratsah]) and Gen 9:6, together with Rom 13:1-7 (the government has God's authority "to bear the sword"), as their biblical justification: "If anyone kills another, the murderer shall be put to death on the evidence of witnesses" (Num 35:30) .
This theological reasoning needs to be questioned today in light of the larger biblical witness and with our global moral awareness in mind. People tend to overlook the fact that Rom 13:1-7 is surrounded by the exhortation, "Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good" (Rom 12:21), and by an interpretation of the Decalogue, including the sixth Word, as a summary of loving "your neighbor as yourself" (Rom 13:9), "for the one who loves another has fulfilled the law" (Rom 13:8). A more general application of the commandment, "You shall not kill!" is supported by the biblical confession that God is the God of life who is opposed to all forms of death; indeed "he will swallow up death forever" (Isa 25:7; Rev 21:4). In the Wisdom of Solomon we read: "Do not invite death by the error of your life, nor bring on destruction by the works of your hands; because God did not make death, and he does not delight in the death of the living. For he created all things that they might exist" (Wis 1:12-14). Today, with the founding of the United Nations and the adoption of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, there is a worldwide movement to eradicate the death penalty. The Universal Declaration-"a common standard of achievement for all peoples and all nations"-asserts that "everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person" ( § 3). The International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (1966/1976), which has international legal status for countries that have ratified it, applies this moral declaration to the death penalty. It encourages the abolition of the death penalty. It permits the death penalty only "for the most serious crimes" ( §6). The European Union has banned capital punishment altogether. 32 Yet there are still many countries 33 -chief among them the USA, China, Iran, Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Japan, South Korea, and Taiwan-that use the death penalty as part of their legal and criminal system. If one agrees that ‫ַח‬ ‫צ‬ ָ ‫ר‬ (ratsah) in its everyday and essential meaning refers to violence and killing, then the sixth Word invites support for the abolition of the death penalty.
Abortion
Induced abortion is a very sensitive issue in many societies. It is not helpful to either criminalize or trivialize it. Whatever one's opinion on the issue may be, an induced abortion removes and destroys a human life-a fetus or an embryo-which is growing in its mother's womb. This has a tremendous effect on the mother, but beyond this it also affects the ethos of a society that values human life. The word "you shall not kill!" referring to an anti-social act therefore applies here.
For those who believe that God is the giver and sustainer of life, it is a sacred duty to protect human life. Human life, like all of life, is a process. The process starts with conception. It continues with the embryo becoming a fetus and growing in the mother's womb. Its movements can be seen and felt. The woman and her partner understand themselves as "parents" even before the child is actually born.
Although the number of abortions has been decreasing in recent years, in the USA alone there are about a million induced abortions a year. A society that does not address the problem of abortion or fails to see it as a problem diminishes the value of human life. Nevertheless, laws and the criminal system cannot solve the problem. Governments, churches, and other institutions need to find ways to create an ethos in which human life is accepted and valued.
This does not mean that all abortions can be avoided. In a situation where, for instance, one would have to choose between the life of the mother and the life of an unborn child, one may well opt for the life of the mother. Because it is vitally important that the newly born life is welcomed, accepted and loved, arguably one should not compel a rape victim to carry her child to term against her will. The same is true if parents know that their child will be born with deformities or an incurable illness. But given such exceptions, the commandment, "You shall not kill!" encourages a culture that welcomes and protects human life in all its stages.
Euthanasia
"Euthanasia" derives from the Greek and means "good death." Originally it had the purpose of making a person's death as comfortable as possible. In many Western societies the hospice movement, palliative care, and the use of modern technology and modern medicines make it possible for most people to die with dignity, surrounded by care, and with as little pain as possible. Furthermore, most countries permit passive euthanasia-declining emergency medical treatment and refusing to "be hooked up to machines"-or using morphine to relieve pain, even though this will hasten death.
Active euthanasia is different. Active euthanasia-also called "mercy killing" or "assisted suicide"-is the intentional and pre-meditated termination of a person's life in the face of incurable illness, suffering, and coma. Most Western societies struggle with that issue. In Oregon (USA), the Netherlands, and Belgium active euthanasia is legal. Other countries, like Switzerland, experiment with a middle way, forbidding active euthanasia while legalizing "assisted suicide" or "assisted death."
In most western countries more and more voices call for the legalization of active euthanasia. It is a complex moral issue. Most theologians argue that God is the giver of life and humans do not have the right to take it away, whereas others emphasize that human responsibility for one's life should not be taken away when one confronts incurable illness and excruciating pain. 34 I am aware of and appreciate the assuring and even liberating effect that the possibility of euthanasia may have as one approaches the end of life, but the social consequences of euthanasia are often neglected. Legalization-whether intended or not!-sends out a message, and the message is that there are aspects of human life that are not worth living. Legalizing active euthanasia would mean that the state sanctions the termination-the killing-of human life (as with war and capital punishment). That has consequences, not only for those who deserve our compassion and respect as they face incurable illness and suffering in the process of dying, but for all old and vulnerable people. 35 Most of us live in societies that prioritize youth, well-being, achievement, material comfort, and consumerism. In such an ethos, old and vulnerable people can easily be seen as a burden on family and society. And old people feel it! They are sensitive to the maternal pats of nurses, the empty stare of doctors, and the whispers of people who suggest that "their time has come." In a culture that tends to value people according to their ability to produce and consume, old and sick people often feel sidelined. If one adds rising hospital costs, a scarcity of hospital beds and aged care places, then old people readily feel that they are no longer of use to society and therefore are expendable. When old and sick people internalize that thinking, then euthanasia may present itself as an attractive option.
At the same time, we should recognize that there are some issues-like euthanasia, suicide and abortion-that are so complex that the law cannot adequately deal with them. What needs to be done, however, is to improve palliative care, encourage trusting and meaningful relationships between patients and doctors, and resist a litigation mentality when doctors try to make the end of life as comfortable as possible.
